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century was oligarchical; its government was vested in the
hands of the master, two or more wardens and a court of
company, assistants. The court of assistants probably originated in
the practice of summoning the more experienced crafts-
men to give advice to the wardens. We can see the germ
of the institution at Bristol where the master of the Tailors,
" upon reasonable consideration by the seniors that have
been masters of the craft or of the more part of them ", could
admit new members to the craft who had not served their
apprenticeship l. A court of assistants is found also at
Shrewsbury2 as early as 1478; and the gilds of Norwich
and Coventry were ruled by a common council3. The
governing body established a complete hold over the com-
pany ; it filled vacancies in its ranks by co-optation,
selected new members of the livery, controlled the freemen
who were not' of the livery ', and directed all the affairs of
the company. The growth of this oligarchy was the natural
sequence of the laxity with which members of the craft
gilds had viewed their obligations in the past, and of their
reluctance to attend the meetings of the assembly or to take
office 4.
The twelve The list of the twelve great livery companies in London,
'according to the order of precedence established in 1516,
was as follows: Mercers, Grocers, Drapers, Fishmongers,
Goldsmiths, Skinners, Taylors, Haberdashers, Salters, Iron-
mongers, Vintners and Shearmen; in 1528 the Shearmen
joined the Fullers, and together they formed the Cloth-
workers B. Of the Grocers and Mercers and their offshoots
we shall speak presently; here an account will be given
of the Merchant Taylors as a type of the livery company.
They had a continuous existence from the thirteenth century,
for they appear on record in 12676; and Stow relates that
Edward I. in 1299 " confirmed this gild by the name of
Tailors and Linen-armourers, and also gave to the brethren
thereof authority every year at midsummer to hold a feast,
and to choose unto them a governor, or master, with
1 Fox, Merchant Taylors of Bristol, 43.
1 Hibbert, Influence of English Gilds, 41.                   3 Supra, p. 353.
4 Supra, p. 411.           * Letter Book L, p. xlii.           8 Supra, p. 428.